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PLACE NAMES AMONG THREE LANGUAGES:
THE SORBIAN, GERMAN AND POLISH TOPONYMY
OF EASTERN LUSATIA

At the eastern edge of Lower Lusatia, we find a mixture of three languages. Originally,
it was an Old Sorbian settlement area, but after the conquest by the Ottonian rulers
in the High Medieval Era it became a Sorbian-German language contact zone for cen-
turies, as many other regions in Eastern Germany. However, in 1945, the situation
changed fundamentally, as all former German territories east of the Oder and Neif3e
rivers became part of the Polish state, and a new Polish toponymy was created. Deal-
ing with toponymy in Eastern Lusatia, we find a complex situation: Sorbian names
were Germanized, but German names were Sorabized, too, in the context of the re-birth
of Sorbian culture in the 19" century. Finally, the new Polish names were not totally
new, but in many cases influenced by their Sorbian and German predecessors.
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From the Middle Ages onwards, Eastern Lusatia was a bilingual area, but in
the Early Modern Age Sorbian declined. It fell out of use in the first half of the
19" century (Eichler — Zschieschang, 2011, p. 94f.). In the 18" century scientists
began to take an interest in Sorbian and, among other linguistic activities, they col-
lected Sorbian autochthonous place names used by the people even in the eastern
parts of Lusatia. Because of these efforts, we find above 20 % of all place names
of the region in their dictionaries (Frencel, 1719; Hauptmann, 1761, pp. 407-421;
Haupt — Schmaler, 1841/1843, pp. 285-300; Schneider, 1846; Zwahr, 1847).

However, 100 years later, the teacher and philologist Arnost Muka,' a disciple
of August Leskien, published two registers of Sorbian place names which are
almost complete, including the eastern periphery of Lusatia (Muka, 1926-1928;
Muka, 1927). For 181 from the total of 228 place names of the region, he presents
a Lower Sorbian name form. In the time when Sorbian was on the decline (Solta
etal., 1977, map 1 and 2) this amount seems astonishing. Muka travelled around

' About this person see Petr, 1978; Petr, 1993; Schuster-Sewc, 2000 [1975]; Eichler, 1984;
Kilank, 2004. In German literature mostly the German name Ernst Mucke is used, in Sorbian
publications the Sorabized form Arnost Muka appears. On the covers of some of his books
we find the version Ernst Muka, too.
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the country (Muka, 1957; Muka 1926—1928, 1: p. V{.; cf. Pernak, 2004, pp. 61-63
and p. 65; Jenc, 2004, p. 27) to collect names used orally and had a wide network
of informants.

In most cases (167), the Sorbian and the German names are related phonolog-
ically (Eichler — Zschieschang, 2011, pp. 45-51), e. g.:?

G Belkau LSo Bélkow
G Benau LSo Bjenow
G Berloge LSo Bartog

Infrequently, the name pairs are connected semantically, as in 13 cases (Eichler —
Zschieschang, 2011, p. 52), e. g.:

G Birkenberge LSo Brjazow < Birke / brjaza ‘birch/Betula’
G Bobersberg LSo Bobrowa Gora <= ‘hill at the river Bober’

Only sporadically do we find name pairs without any apparent connection:

G Gebersdorf LSo Gneéwasice
G Jocksdorf LSo Jaligojce
G Jetzschko LSo Niwerla

Normally, the Sorbian name existed parallel to the German one. From the recon-
structed Old Sorbian form, we can follow the development of the name used in
German by means of the written sources. Unfortunately, the forms used in Sorbian
in older times are scarcely recorded. They were not documented in written form
before the 18" or 19™ century.

However, normally there is a clear connection between this form and the Old
Sorbian reconstruct, as in the following example:

Bronisdorf> 1452 Bronsdorff> 1538 Prinstorf> G Brinsdorf> LSo Bronice

A Sorbian personal name Bron or Bronis underwent the typical German devel-
opments of the vowel from /o/ via /6/ to /&/ and finally to /1/. The Sorbian form in
this case preserved the older phonological structure and correlates with the first
written mention.

Nevertheless, in other cases, we find a different situation:

OSo *Lubisin- > 1381 Lobischen > 1757 Liibsgen > G Liebsgen > LSo Lipsk

Here, the Sorbian form registered by Muka is not consistent with the Old Sorbian
etymon. The development of the Sorbian from *Lubisin- to Lipsk is not possible.

2 For all names mentioned in this article see the entries in Eichler — Zschieschang, 2011,

pp. 100-205. Due to the lack of space, only some examples can be given in this article. For
more detailed presentations of the material see Zschieschang, 2018.
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Lipsk rather seems to have been derived from the official German name Liebsgen
which is a result of the linguistic development over the centuries. A secondary
borrowing of this German toponym of Old Sorbian origin into Lower Sorbian
seems implausible. So, we must assume that Muka reconstructed these Sorbian
variants from the German names by himself. If he had not known older written
sources, he could not have had an overview of the historic development and could
have had to orient himself by the contemporary German shape of the name. Only
now, one century later, due to historical-etymological research, Muka’s errors in
that have area become visible, which affect also the following toponyms, e. g.:

OSo *Bezdez > (1000) 12. Jh. Bezdiez > G (Grof3) Béositz > LSo Bezyce

(P Biezyce)

OSo *Bud-chov-> 1348 Budegow > G *Budich > G Baudach > LSo Budych
(P Budziechow)

The fact that Muka invented Lower Sorbian names is well known among Sor-
bian onomasticians. Sometimes they criticize his “inventions™ from the etymo-
logical viewpoint. Nevertheless, among the more than 180 Sorbian names Muka
presents for the region, fewer than 20 indeed are such inventions.

Often overseen by etymologically orientated critics, the decisive point is Muka’s
intention. Beyond historical interest, his aim was to strengthen the Sorbian com-
munication, including a network of geographic names as complete as possible.
Therefore, he compiled registers, particularly the Serbski zemjepisny stownick
(The Little Sorbian Geographical Dictionary). It should be “a helpful compendium
for our Sorbian writers as well as for the readers of our Sorbian newspapers, jour-
nals and books” [translated by the author].? It was this kind of language policy the
Sorbian minority, mistrusted and restrained by Prussian officials, wanted to coun-
teract the existence-threatening Germanization. Along with the many activities
taking place to develop Sorbian culture in the fields of art, literature, music and
journalism, value was also attached to toponyms. With the codification of the place
names, Arnos$t Muka achieved enormous progress for the vitalization or revitali-
zation of Sorbian culture.

After the defeat of the Third Reich, its eastern territories were given to Poland.
In a short time period, there had to be created the toponymic basis for communi-

Miiller, 1995, p. 127. Originally in German: “Inventionen”.

Muka, 1927, p. V. Originally in Upper Sorbian: ,,ma by¢ pomocna pfirucna knizka za nasSich
serbskich spisowacelow, zdobom pak tez za Citarjow nasich serbskich nowin, ¢asopisow
a knihow*.
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cating about the new Western Territiories in Polish. All places had to be assigned
a new name adapted to the Polish language. Although there were also political
reasons, it was primarily a practical requirement to ensure administration, transport
and communication. Despite urgency being required, the leading Polish linguists
and onomasticians were officially involved in this process as a special commission
for name-giving.’

For Eastern Lower Lusatia, the registers of Arnost Muka played the decisive role
in this process. In most cases (119 out of 219), the new Polish names are similar
to the Lower Sorbian ones, but in a phonologically Polish shape, and thus they
largely preserve the tradition of the name (Eichler — Zschieschang, 2011, p. 54f.),
ase. g.:

G Benau LSo Bjenow P Bieniow
G Berlog LSo Bartog P Barlogi
G Brestau LSo Brestowa P Brzostowa

In ten cases, not the Sorbian but the German name form was the basis for the
new creation:

G Beitzsch LSo Busc P Biecz
G Greisitz LSo Groze P Gryzyce
G Nimbsch LSo - P Niemcza

Occasionally, names were interpreted semantically not according to their ety-
mology (which was not known in that time), but in another way, e. g.:

G Schenkendorf LSo Senkojce P Sekowice

(< G personal name Schenk) (<P s¢k ‘knag’)
G Germersdorf LSo Germarojce P Jaromirowice

(< G personal name Geremar) (< P pers. name Jaromir)
G Syrau LSo Syrawa P Surowa

(< OSo *zir ‘Futter, Weide’ o. 4.) (< P surowy ‘raw’)

Fifty names underwent a morphological adaptation, mainly in their final ele-
ments. The reasons of these changes are unclear (Eichler — Zschieschang, 2011,
pp- 55-57); but also in these cases, the naming tradition is preserved, e. g.:

G Dobern LSo Dobryn P Dobre
G Dubrau LSo Dubrawa P Dgbrowice
G Pohsen LSo Pozym P Péozna

5 The so-called Komisja Ustalania Nazw Miejscowych, cf. Chiadzynska, 2006, pp. 139-141;
Rzetelska-Feleszko, 1998, pp. 226-228; Lietz, 2013, pp. 51-54 and p. 56f. with more refe-
rences.
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A special case is the two names Niemaschkleba we find in this region. This is
a very infrequent Slavic formation. We find it only in Moravian Chlebovice
(Hosak — Sramek, 1970, p. 317f.; Hosak — Sramek, 1980, p- 127) just 15 km south
of Ostrava, and again in Eastern Lower Lusatia two times. These two toponyms
arose independently. The named villages are more than 35 km away from each
other. Semantically, LSo nja mas kleba “you don’t have bread’ or ‘there isn’t bread’,
the name is interpreted as an expression of the poverty of the inhabitants. In both
cases, the name was phonologically adapted into Niemaszchleba in 1945. But in
1953, in the process of building socialism (in the Stalinistic way), a place name
referring to a lack of fundamental foodstuff did not seem appropriate (Lietz, 2013,
p- 53). Therefore, it was modified semantically to Chlebowo and Chlebice — the
negative element of this very significant name was erased in both cases.

Six names were translated into Polish (Eichler — Zschieschang, 2011, p. 59).
This took place if a Lower Sorbian name did not exist or had been obviously bor-
rowed from German, e. g.:

G Linderode LSo Lindroz P Lipinki Luzyckie (< lipa ‘limetree /Tilia’)
G Teichdorf LSo - P Stawnik (< staw ‘pond’)

More often we find new forms without any relations to the former names
(Eichler — Zschieschang, 2011, pp. 57-59). In 18 cases a Lower Sorbian name did
not exist as a reference, e. g.:

G Augustwalde P Mikulice
G Bergisdorf P Dziwiszowa
G Bernsdorf P Chudzowice

As we can see, predominantly names of German origin were replaced by new
forms. A theoretically possible semantic relation was not used — see the above
mentioned Teichdorf— Stawnik.

In other cases, an existing Lower Sorbian name was apparently ignored. How-
ever, looking closer, we can see there are other instances, especially older name
explanations by Arnost Muka, which today must be considered as false, but are in
accordance with the state of knowledge at that time, e. g.:

G Amtitz LSo Homsica P Gebice
G Niewerle LSo Niwerla P Nowa Rola
G Schegeln LSo Sechlin P Czeklin

Some names seem to have been inspired by the German predecessor phoneti-
cally. G Schonwalde — P Sieniawa, G Legel — LSo Légal — P Lagoda and G Helms-
dorf— P Chelmica sound quite similar in the first syllable. In the pair G Wellers-
dorf—P Olszyniec it is more obvious. Here, in the German name, we can see what
could be the German Eller ‘alder (Alnus)’. This was possible, because a prothetic
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w was common in Sorbian (Schaarschmidt, 1998, pp. 51-53). Nevertheless, in this
case, the German toponym was created from a personal name, Weller, so etymo-
logically the relation to the alder is wrong.

It is obvious that the name-giving commission tried to keep the onymic tradi-
tion in as many cases as possible but the fact that the incoming Polish population
in 1945 created toponyms spontaneously, without any linguistic knowledge should
be considered. Unfortunately, we do not know much about these processes and
to which degree such namings played a role in the official name-giving process
(cf. shortly Sochacka, 2013, p. 37).

The academic influence is clear in some cases where quite isolated written
mentions from the 13™ and even the 11™ centuries were the basis for the Polish
form. In replacing the toponym Miinchsdorf the name-givers referred to one older
source: (1202) 12901299 ex parte Zarbie, que nunc Guntheresberc et Monche-
dorf vocatur. It could be interpreted that Zarbie was the earlier name for later
German Miinchsdorf.®

The philological effort in the process of Polish renaming is awesome. Consid-
ering the state of research in the year 1945, all these acts of naming were linguis-
tically correct. Only in the light of better knowledge of the written records that
was achieved in the last decades, some of these interpretations are regarded as
wrong today, as not all of these mentions relate to the Eastern Lusatian toponyms.

Only 13 toponyms remain that bear no relation to the former Sorbian and Ger-
man names, e. g.:

G Drahthammer LSo Drothamor P Proszow

G Hermsdorf LSo Hermanojce P Lukawy

G Niemitzsch LSo Nemsk/Njemjesk P Polanowice
G Pokuschel LSo Pokuzel P Grzgzawa
G Sachsendorf LSo Saskojce P Checiny

In some cases, we can assume this is because of political reasons. Niemitzsch,
where there is an important early-medieval hill fort to be found, is situated directly
at the Neisse river. The place name derived from OSo *némic ‘German’ obviously
was not in this place favourable. Instead, Polanowice was newly created. It is not
clear whether this name was derived from Polanie, the name of the early-medie-
val Polish ethnos, or simply from polana ‘a forest glade’ (Wenzel, 2011, p. 409;
Eichler — Zschieschang, 2011, p. 164f.). Nevertheless, the hill fort, where in the
following decades several archeological excavations took place, was called Niem-
cza Luzycka in the scientific literature (Cf. e. g. Wedzki, 1967; Domanski, 1993).

¢ SUBI, p. 50f. (no. 77) and 255 (no. 333); Eichler — Zschieschang, 2011, p. 160; Zschieschang,
2011, p. 591f. and 597.
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And, an etymologically similar settlement name Nimbsch, 30 km up country at the
Bober river, has been since 1945 Niemcza.

Politically intolerable, apparently, was also the name Sachsendorf/Saskojce,
which somehow reflects the presence of Saxons. Hermsdorf/Hermanojce was
erased presumably because it could have evoked memory of the very prominent
national-socialist leader Hermann Goring. It would be very interesting to find out
about the circumstances of these renamings in detail but it would be very difficult
to obtain sources about them.

Maybe some of these names could be evaluated in another way than I argued
here, but seen as a whole the situation is clear: we find 188 Polish names with
distinct relations to the onymic tradition before 1945, in most cases referring to the
Lower Sorbian, but sometimes a German name form, too. Only 31 Polish names,
in contrast, were created without such relations. The question is whether Eastern
Lusatia is a special case due to the existence of a Slavic sister nation, or generally
the new Polish names in the Polish western territories (respectively the former
German eastern territories) preserved the onymic heritage in a higher degree than
many think.

Abbreviations

G — German; LSo — Lower Sorbian; MHG — Middle High German; OSo — Old Sorbian;
P — Polish; USo — Upper Sorbian
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TOPONYMA MEZI TREMI JAZYKY: LUZICKOSRBSKA,

NEMECKA A POLSKA TOPONYMIE VYCHODNI LUZICE

Na vychodnim okraji Dolni Luzice se misi tfi jazyky. Ptivodné to bylo uzemi se staro-
stbskym osidlenim, ale po ovladnuti Otony ve vrcholném stiedoveku se stalo na mno-
ho stoleti luzickosrbsko-némeckou kontaktovou oblasti, podobné jako mnohé dalsi
regiony vychodniho Némecka. V roce 1945 se ale situace zasadn¢ zménila, kdyz se
v$echna ptivodni némecka tizemi vychodné od fek Odry a Nisy stala soucasti Polska
a byla vytvorena nova polska toponymie. Kdyz pojednavame o toponymii vychodni
Luzice, nalézame slozitou situaci: luzickosrbska jména byla germanizovana, ale né-
mecka jména byla soucasné v souvislosti se znovuzrozenim luzickosrbské kultury
v 19. stoleti posrbstovana. Konec¢né nova polska jména nebyla zcela nova, ale v mno-
ha ptipadech byla ovlivnéna svymi luzickosrbskymi a polskymi predchiidci.

Klicova slova
vychodni Dolni Luzice; némecka toponyma; polska toponyma; polonizace; znovu-
zrozeni srbské kultury; sorabizace; luzickosrbska toponyma
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